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I T rs perhaps not generally recognized that more than one brea deposit dat-
ing from the Ice Age and containing 
remains of animals and plants of this 
geologic period have been discovered in 
Southern California. Rancho La Brea 
still retains the distinction of having 
yielded the largest and most varied 
assemblage of organisms, but bones, teeth 
and plant remains similarly preserved in 
tar beds are now known from .near Mc-
Kittrick on the western border of the San 
Joaquin Valley and from a third locality 
situated near Carpinteria, between Ven-
tura and Santa Barbara. 
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ance similar to that of the organic re-
mains obtained at Rancho La Brea. 
Trees are represented by wood, leaves, 
needles, seeds and cones, the latter often 
beautifully preserved. The Monterey Pine 
and Bishop Pine have been identified as 
among the more common trees, while of 
less frequency are the Gowen Cypress, 
Douglas Fir, California Coast Oak, red-
wood, and sycamore. An interesting find 
is that of the mistletoe. Manzanita is of 
common occurrence in the asphalt and 
like several other shrubs has been iden-
tified not only by its wood and leaves but 
As in the case of the tar seeps at 
Rancho La Brea, one of the earliest refer-
ences to the presence of those on the 
beach near Carpinteria is found in the 
journals of the Portola expedition of 
1769. Fray Juan Crespi, who accompanied 
the expedition on its northern trek, nar-
rates in August, I 769, how the Indian vil-
lage received its name and mentions the 
fact that not far away were springs of 
pitch, as the tar seeps were called at that 
time. More than a century later, in the 
days that preceded those of modern petro-
leum production, the asphalt deposits of 
the region were quarried at the Las 
Conchas Mine and refined nearby for 
their tar content. 
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In 1927 these deposits were again ex-
cavated and utilized in highway construc-
tion. In the course of steam shovel opera-
tions on the Lucien Higgins Ranch, not 
far back from the present sea-cliff to the 
east of Carpinteria, a number of bones of 
fossil mammals and birds and many speci-
mens of plants were encountered in the 
asphalt. All of this material is thoroughly 
impregnated with oil and has an appear-
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also by its flowers. In fact, the forest with 
its undergrowth of shrubs and bracken, 
as revealed by this record of plant re-
mains, is essentially that living today on 
the Monterey Peninsula, some 2 00 miles 
farther north on the coast of California, 
and is in marked contrast to the native 
vegetational cover now found in the Car-
pinteria area. That the climate was cooler 
and more humid when these trees and 
associated plants were growing at Car-
pinteria is obvious, and the retreat of this 
forest 2 00 miles up the coast is only one 
of many biologic events that have occurred 
with the passing of the Ice Age and the 
coming of a dryer and warmer era. 
At least 55 living and extinct species of 
birds have been found fossil in the tar 
and of this number nearly half are known 
likewise from Rancho La Brea. The bird 
assemblage includes a number of charac-
teristic types recorded at the southern 
locality, like the California wild turkey, 
the large extinct condor-like vulture 
T eratornis, eagles, hawks, owls, magpies, 
crows, storks, and meadow larks. The dif-
ferences between the perching birds of 
Carpinteria and those of Rancho La Brea 
suggest more of a forest cover at the 
former locality than at the latter and is . 
in line with the actual record of the plant 
life. 
Approximately 25 different kinds of 
mammals are found in the asphalt and 
again, as in the case of the birds, much 
resemblance is seen to the Rancho La 
Brea assemblage. The extinct dire or grim 
wolf, coyote, gray fox, large cat, deer, 
extinct bison, camel and horse, shrews, 
numerous rodents and some rabbits are 
all known from the Carpinteria deposits. 
Some of these animals like the tree 
squirrel and chipmunk point also to the 
presence of wooded conditions. Others 
are indicative of more open country or 
of a marginal forest border area. Many 
of the mammals are represented by young 
individuals and this is true not only of 
small rodents but also of the larger crea-
tures. The percentage of young animals 
is particularly striking in the Carpinteria 
collection and suggests some selective 
process or processes that brought about 
this representation. 
T he unique features of tar pools which 
ensure the trapping of so many different 
kinds of creatures, evidently were respon-
sible for a large casualty among the young 
and unwary as well as the aged and in-
firm. That the young are likely to be de-
ceived by a false sense of security in tread-
ing the surfaces of such pools was strik-
ingly illustra ted some years ago by the 
experience of several boys who were hunt-
ing in the vicinity of Rancho La Brea. 
In the pursuit of a wild animal across a 
field, the way led over what proved to be 
a long forgotten oil sump, the dust-cov-
ered surface of which had all the appear-
ance of safety displayed by the surround-
ing grass-covered turf. Not until one of 
the boys suddenly plunged through the 
cover and floundered in the sticky mass, 
followed shortly by the second boy who 
attempted to rescue him, did the third 
realize the imminent danger of the situa-
tion. His cries for help finally brought 
succor, but the services of the local fire 
department were required before all were 
freed from their predicament. 
The surface appearance of the prehis-
toric tar outpours during their formation 
at Carpin teria and at Rancho La Brea 
doubtless had much to do with the cap-
ture of animals which, through inexperi-
ence or accident, ventured out upon them. 
Once mired in the petroliferous ooze the 
further struggles of a creature usually les-
sened its chances of freedom and hastened 
the inevitable end. The mortality of 
young animals was especially high for 
the plant-feeders or hoofed mammals, 
among which immature individuals are 
accustomed to travelling with adults prac-
tically from time of birth. Certainly a 
large percentage of the specimens of 
horse, bison, antelope and camel recov-
ered from the tar beds of Rancho La Brea 
belong to young animals. 
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